EMBASE search strategies achieved high sensitivity and specificity for retrieving methodologically sound systematic reviews.
Systematic reviews of the literature are instrumental for bridging research to health care practice and are widely available through databases such as MEDLINE and EMBASE. Search strategies have been developed to aid users in MEDLINE, but no empirical work has been done for EMBASE. The objective of this study was to develop search strategies that optimize the retrieval of methodologically sound systematic reviews from EMBASE. An analytic survey was conducted, comparing hand searches of 55 journals with retrievals from EMBASE for 4,843 candidate search terms and 17,004 combinations. Candidate search strategies were run in EMBASE, the retrievals being compared with the hand search data. The sensitivity, specificity, precision, and accuracy of the search strategies were calculated. Two hundred twenty (16.2%) of the 1,354 articles classified as a review met basic criteria for scientific merit. Combinations of search terms reached peak sensitivities of 94.6% with specificity at 63.7%, whereas combinations of search terms to optimize specificity reached peak specificities of 99.3% with sensitivity at 61.4%. Empirically derived search strategies can achieve high sensitivity and specificity for retrieving methodologically sound systematic reviews from EMBASE.